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An interview with Joanne Tatham and Tom O’Sullivan

WH Developing the tiled patterns is a painterly thing. We began by
making drawings, paintings and collages then adjusted these

° , to meet the restrictions and requirements of production and
flll’: r location. We used bespoke hand-dipped tiles from Craven
Dunhill Jackfield to create a practical, yet glossy, artwork. The
colourful geometry might remind a viewer of a display panel in a branch of Topps
Tiles or an abstract painting in a museum.

We first used tiles in 2021. Studio Voltaire, an art organisation in London, asked us
to make an artwork in the form of a public toilet (or perhaps a toilet in the form of a
public artwork). We started by thinking we would redesign the toilet into a ridiculous
anti-monument but the thought of leaks put us off. Instead we tiled the cubicle walls,
making an artwork that contained its viewer within it. This time we used the tiles to
create an object or sculpture that a viewer would look at, in passing, from outside.

Ceramic tiles are a good choice for a public artwork. Fired and glazed, they are
resilient and rainproof - all things we had to consider given The Digbeth Cylinder’s
minimum intended ten year lifespan. But tiles are also fragile, brittle even, and
dependent for strength on their adhesion to the structure that supports them. The
Digbeth Cylinder is not an invulnerable addition to the High Street, but neither
should it be.

Just across the road from The Digbeth Cylinder is a ceramic mosaic by Kenneth
Budd, one of a number by him in Birmingham. This memorial to John F Kennedy was
commissioned in 1968, with funds raised by Birmingham’s Irish community. It was
demolished during a road redevelopment and later recreated on the broad curved
wall at the corner of Floodgate Street. It’s easy to imagine a JCB digger bucket
smashing through its careful and intricate pattern of ceramic tiles - although that
may not be what happened.

WH Birmingham has a strong pastoral imaginary of what it once was,
v or once had hoped to be. Frank Newbould pictured Bournville

in graphic blocked colours as “The factory in the garden”
Id"d- ¢.1925. Our tiled landscape stemmed from imagining the
, cylinder residing on the riverside of the now underground
::drp o and hidden River Rea. Was Digbeth at the onset of the
industrial revolution a place of arable fields, hedges and
trees? Does The Digbeth Cylinder dream of a post post-industrial future?

Craven Dunhill Jackfield’s Ironbridge museum has this amazing collection of
historic tiles. We were interested in both the individual picture tiles, as well as those
that, when placed together, created a picture - often a landscape. These landscapes
are then sometimes further embellished with a frame of moulded decorative

tiles, showing how manufacturers would represent different aspects of a painting



using just ceramics. These examples got us excited because it chimed with our
long-standing interest in what we describe as collapsing, or layering, different
representational systems together.

Street art offers a similar sort of representational layering. In fact all pictorial
street art has something of this quality, it being a picture on another picture - that
of the street scene - and often with further pictures, such as posters or billboards,
layered on top. We particularly like N4T4’s Digbeth mural of Black Sabbath, which
punctures its own picture plane with images of spacemen and mystics. Landscape
imagery can establish a similar sort of oscillation or tension between surfaces

and pictorial spaces.

WH [l A cylinder was the first thing to appear in our imaginations.
Why? Maybe it was a memory of street objectsin

® , other European cities, or from cities that exist only
:yII"JFr s inourimagination. The shape does suggest it might

have a function of sorts, perhaps as a mini kiosk or
information booth of some kind. The steps emphasise this apparent functionality,
but of course lead nowhere but the tiled face, gawping back at you.

We were interested in making something that would feel dropped in, a little
mis-placed perhaps, as if transposed from elsewhere. This sense of being an
anachronism, or a misfit even, is something that recurs in many of our artworks.
We think it’s a quality that helps foster a relationship between the artwork and
people who might encounter it - although like many relationships it might fail to
fulfil all expectations.

Curiously, we didn’t immediately recognise the most obvious connection between
The Digbeth Cylinder and its surroundings. It’s behind you - the Rotunda - the iconic
Birmingham landmark that was to provide the scaled up backdrop to The Digbeth
Cylinder but now - oh noitisn’t - is mostly obscured by the huge new Beorma
Quarter building.

WH Our art practice is often mistaken as being principally
concerned with the making of objects. We are concerned with

making objects, but also with making texts, events and images,
w-rk and often all working together within a single artwork, albeit
at different registers or modalities. The arrival of a sculptural
:hnr:, object is often the beginning of an extended event: an object
®  appears, aconversation occurs and the artwork expands.
These are artworks that incorporate conversations about

art - how an artwork might mean - within them. We also want the artwork to not
only ask questions, but to be seen to ask questions.

We’re interested in what particular conversations might circulate around The
Digbeth Cylinder. How will it exist in the imaginative worlds of its viewers? The
workshops will cultivate imaginative and creative thinking around and about The
Digbeth Cylinder, with the results of these then gathered and shared as billboard
posters. These will become part of the structure of the artwork, part of its material



presence, and listed as materials alongside the hand-glazed tiles that cover the
surface of the cylinder.

It’s been over four years since we made the maquette for The Digbeth Cylinder

and it finally being installed on Digbeth High Street. Two additional posters will
incorporate some of our own conversations from this time. We did a lot of waiting
and ruminating on this work, and we made collages and drawings to process the
time lag. In one poster the maquette is politely asking to be made, in the other it has
found itself transported into a bucolic landscape painting - perhaps its own dream
of itself whilst in deep anaesthesia.



